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                                  Luke 9:51-62 – “No Excuses!”
Sometimes I believe you & I have the tendency to think – “I’m not a bad person.  In fact, compared to most folks, I’m a pretty good person!”

I don’t abuse my spouse, or my kids … and I don’t kick the dog!  I don’t cheat on my expense account, or my tax return.  I’m not a substance abuser.  I don’t have a criminal record.  I keep my lawn mowed, and I’m a good neighbor.  I give to worthy causes.  And I even get up early on a hot summer Sunday to come to Church!

And since I’m such a good guy (or gal), Jesus isn’t really worried about me, and the direction of my life.  In fact, he must be pretty busy trying to “drag home” all those folks who have really gone astray!  All the wife beaters, all the prostitutes, all the drug dealers, all the derelicts, and all those others who are caught up in a web of “real sin!”
I’ve been thinking, and the “pretty good life” I live most likely means Jesus won’t bother poking his head into my business, and challenging me to do anything different from what I’m already doing!  In fact – in fact – he might even send me a “thank you” for being such a good guy (or gal)!  I’ll just have to check my mailbox and my e-mail!!

But thinking like this is wrong!!  Because, you see, Jesus has the habit of calling us to be his disciples whether we’re “good guys & gals,” or whether our lives are moral disasters!”

And you know why?  Because he’s interested in more than just good behavior!  He wants more than my mother did, when my brother and I were growing up, and she’d say, “If you boys would just behave!” He’s like that Army commercial – He wants us to “be all that we can be!”  And he wants us to do this by being willing to follow him … without excuses!!

In our lesson from Luke this morning, Jesus and the disciples were on their way to Jerusalem.  They were headed there to celebrate the feast of the Passover.  And since they were so close to this Samaritan village Luke mentions, Jesus sent messengers ahead so they might prepare for his arrival.
However, if we recall, Samaritans and Jews were not on the best of terms.  Samaritans believed the “Holy Mountain” (Mt. Gerizim) was the place they should worship and honor God, and the Jews believed it was the Temple in Jerusalem.  So it could very well be, since Jesus and his “entourage” were on the way to their Holy City, for their Holy Festival … these Samaritans really didn’t feel like welcoming them, and putting them up for a night or two, and having to make “small talk” with them.  Just a thought!

James and John appear to have been pretty upset by this lack of welcome.  So much so that they suggested that they call down fire from heaven to teach these ingrates a lesson!!  But Jesus would have none of that, and, as Luke says, he rebuked them.  “Do not return evil for evil,” is that passage that comes to mind for me here.
I’m sure many of us remember seeing the old bumper sticker that read – “I don’t get mad, I just get even!”  And so often, the way of the world is to lash out at someone who treats us badly, or who in some way wrongs us.  
Chris, and Fred, and I were on a motorcycle ride this past Friday, and I believe we were passing through Green Cove Springs, on highway 17, when a guy in a Toyota cut us off.  I mean, he just pulled across in front of us, like he never even saw us – in broad daylight!  And Chris and I both have red motorcycles, and they’re not little mopeds, either!

We could have reacted a lot differently than we did – we just swerved to avoid him, and then kept on going.  I had my Jesus T-shirt on, and I don’t

think it would have been much of a Christian witness for us to have chased him down, and then to have explained the facts of life to him!

The Lord calls us to let go of our anger, doesn’t he?  Now, that doesn’t mean that if I’ve been wronged, or if I’ve wronged someone else – I shouldn’t be honest with the other person, and seek reconciliation.  However, that’s a far cry from calling fire from heaven down on them!
Anger can be detrimental within the Body of Christ, and within a particular community of faith, as well, can’t it?  The Enemy can use anger within a Church to bring about dissension, division, and discontent – sometimes to the point of no return!  And nothing serves his plans better than succeeding in getting believers to fight among themselves!!
Excuses, excuses, excuses!!

The first guy steps up to Jesus and says, “I’ll follow you wherever you go!”  A lot of enthusiasm here, but not a lot of thought about just what he was committing himself to!  Because we know how Jesus responded – “Foxes have dens to live in, and birds have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head.”
You see, this guy probably would have been fine with following Jesus, if the Lord had promised him a place to live, guaranteed him 3 square meals a day, and promised him full benefits and a retirement plan.  But that wasn’t the program that fit being a disciple – was it?!
Jesus issues an invitation to the next man.  “Come, follow me.”  But this guy, in essence, says to Jesus, “Lord, I’ll come and follow you … but first, I need to go home and bury my father.”  Now, most likely, if this man’s father was already dead, he’d have been home with his family, in mourning, and not hanging out with his buddies, and walking along with Jesus!  Maybe his father was old, or even sick … but, quite likely, there was no burial service scheduled at this point!

So Jesus turned the conversation in the direction of those who were “spiritually dead.”  “Let the dead (or the spiritually dead) bury their own dead!”  If you really want to follow me, then the proclamation of the “Good News” must be a priority for you – above anything else!
Lord, I’ll follow you just as soon as I arrive at the place in life where I’m comfortable, and I have all the “toys” I want!  Lord, I’ll follow you after I’ve done all the things, had all the fun, and achieved all the success I want in this life! …
Then Luke tells us that another said, “Yes, Lord, I’ll follow you – but first let me say good-bye to my family.”  Family is important.  Family is critical.  Family is ordained by God.  

I don’t really think Jesus was going for extreme harshness here.  I think this guy may have a had a little more in mind than just tossing a few T-shirts, and a couple of pairs of shorts, and his favorites Nikes in a duffle bag, and then giving mom and dad a hug, and heading down the road with Jesus!  This may have been more of an “extended” & “prolonged” good-bye!
But none-the-less, the point is summed up in this last verse.  “Anyone who puts a hand to the plow, and then looks back, is not fit for the Kingdom of God!”  (Repeat)

First century Palestinians would have made a connection here right away!  Because, in an agrarian society and culture, like theirs, they knew how important it was for the person plowing to keep his eyes directed and focused straight ahead.  They knew the problems which could arise, if the plowman didn’t make sure the furrows were straight and uniform.  Without the proper attention of the plowman, a whole field could be messed up!

I’m thinking here of the Israelites, during the Exodus, while they were in the wilderness with Moses – and how they, from time-to-time, would look back on their life in Egypt, and long for the familiarity of their old life there.  Following God in the wilderness was a challenge for them, to say the least!  And, I’m sure, some times the “good old days” seemed pretty appealing to them!
But, just as with us, on our journeys as followers of Jesus – God’s plan for their lives involved keeping Him first, trusting in Him to provide for all of their needs, and having faith that they would in fact, one day – in God’s time - reach the Promised Land!

What are your excuses, and what are my excuses for not being completely and fully willing to follow Jesus – and to embark on a journey of becoming one of his disciples?  Is it a career?  Is it family?  Do we have non-believers in our family, who would give us a tough time, or even shun us, if we truly “sold out” to Jesus?  (Story of my decision to go to seminary, & Curtis’ reaction, when Aunt Shirley shared this with him.) 

Are you & I unwilling to let go of the “things” we have, and the dreams of the “other things” we want, in order to follow Jesus, as we know he’s calling us to?   Or does it really just boil down to the fact that we’re unwilling to step out of our “comfort zones,” in order to “be all that we can be” (to borrow the Army slogan again) in our life in Christ?

Are you and I willing to let go of any excuses we may have?  And are you and I willing, today, to put our hands to the plow, and not look back?

Let’s pray.  Heavenly Father – Father of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ – help us today, first, to let go of any anger we may have, towards those outside the Body, as well as those within.  Help us, by the power of your Holy Spirit, to let go of those excuses for not truly being willing to follow your Son Jesus Christ as his disciples.  And once we’ve made that decision – that commitment – once we’ve “put our hands to that plow” – help us not to look back.  For it’s in your Son Jesus’ name that we pray.  Amen!!  
